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blue-collar labor force. However, no fascist move-
ment became a major political party without hav-
ing mobilized the class of small property owners. 
This suggests that an essential ingredient in fascist 
success was the support of small property owners. 
Where fascist parties failed in their efforts to mobi-
lize these small property owners, fascist parties 
never built a national and mass-based following.
If mobilization of small property owners was so 
important to fascist success, why didn’t all fascist 
parties pursue the effort? Although all fascist parties 
tried to win over the small property owners, many 
failed because they were unable to develop and dis-
seminate a coherent program addressing the mate-
rial interests of small property holders and/or the 
fascist parties found the path to mobilizing the class 
of small property owners blocked by other political 
parties perceived by this class to be the defenders of 
their interests. Interestingly, the political left played a 
crucial role in determining the outcome of fascist 
mobilization efforts. That is, where the left aban-
doned small property holders by taking a maximal-
ist stand on defense of small property, an opening 
occurred for another party to defend small property 
rights (e.g., fascist parties). Whereas the left took up 
defense of small property, new parties could not 
establish a foothold. Only in France did the left erect 
a solid barricade against fascism’s efforts to build a 
popular movement among small property owners. 
The left in Germany, Italy, and Belgium failed to 
fashion a program that addressed the material inter-
ests of a large part of the class of small property 
holders. In particular, the left in Germany, Italy, and 
Belgium never saw fit to abandon a call for land col-
lectivization and public ownership of the means of 
production, whereas the left in France supported 
land redistribution and private property. As a result, 
millions of small property owners in Germany, Italy, 
and Belgium who might have been attracted by the 
left’s attack on large property and leftist pleas for 
greater social equality abhorred the left’s rejection of 
private property. In short, in those countries where 
the political left failed to mobilize the class of small 
property owners, fascist parties succeeded in attract-
ing a sizable popular following.
Fascism is global or transnational in that, as an 
ideology, it embodied a fervent nationalism, a class-
less society, a repudiation of the conventional elites, 
and hostility to traditional capitalism and Marx-
ism. Fascist movements and parties, however, 
varied significantly in terms of their ability to 
attract popular support and to gain political power. 
Fascism’s popular appeal in Italy, Belgium, and 
Germany can be largely attributed to the failure of 
the political left (as well as other competing parties) 
to address the interests of small property holders. 
Fascism is not only a transnational phenomenon 
but also a temporal phenomenon that resulted 
from a unique constellation of events, including the 
fear of a spreading bolshevism, dismay with liberal 
capitalism, the rise of new nation-states, and mas-
sive economic dislocation between World War I 
and World War II.
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FeminiSm
Feminism became a global movement in the 20th 
century, although the end of the 19th century 
marked the beginning of the spreading of feminism 
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as a movement worldwide. The first international 
congress to use the word feminist in its title took 
place in Paris in 1892. From its outset, feminism 
was more a Western phenomenon, and the links 
between feminists in Europe and North America 
were crucial for its diffusion. Feminism is defined 
in several dictionaries as a doctrine that aims to 
improve the position of women. If equality of the 
sexes is central to this objective, attempts to cat-
egorize feminism must take into account the idea 
that it embraces both equality and difference.
Over time there have been various isolated acts 
of feminism, of which two examples are Christine 
de Pizan’s 1405 work La cité des dames and 
Olympe de Gouges’ Déclaration des droits de la 
femme et de la citoyenne (1791). However, it is 
only in the late 19th century that an organized 
feminist movement emerged. From the outset, and 
due to the different forms it has taken, it is more 
accurate to describe it as “feminisms” to indicate 
the varieties of feminisms and the fact many femi-
nisms can be identified.
The majority of feminists used lobbying strate-
gies in their attempts to secure reforms. Their 
demands were characterized by cross-national 
activities that would today be called a transna-
tional strategy. Consequently, since the earliest 
days feminisms were intrinsically transnational, 
organizing themselves in transnational associa-
tions with intercontinental dimensions.
This entry on feminism focuses on the multiple 
connections existing between feminists across the 
world and illuminates the transnational aspects of 
their cooperation. It analyzes the diversities and 
complexities of feminisms in the world and shows 
the pertinence of speaking of feminisms in relation 
to globalization. Writing about feminisms is not 
describing a linear process; on the contrary, this 
entry shows the advances and reversals where no 
right is permanently acquired. Despite this nonlin-
earity, it is important to delineate a chronology 
that can clarify the general framework.
The Emergence of Feminisms
Born during the last decade of the 19th century, 
the golden age of feminisms was reached prior to 
the outbreak of World War I in 1914. During the 
war, feminists’ priorities concentrated on serving 
their countries, and they generally suspended their 
claims in the context of exacerbated patriotism 
and nationalism hoping that after the war was 
over they would be rewarded with the granting 
of rights—particularly the right to vote. Although 
this did happen in the United Kingdom (1918), 
Germany (1919), and the United States (1920), 
many countries continued to deny women the 
franchise for many years. The vote was not 
extended to include women until 1931 in Spain, 
1932 in Brazil, 1944 in France, 1945 in Italy, 1946 
in Japan, 1947 in Argentina, 1948 in Belgium, 
1949 in Chile, 1952 in Greece and India, 1953 in 
Mexico, 1955 in Egypt, 1971 in Switzerland, and 
1974 in Portugal. Finland, Norway, and Denmark, 
on the other hand, enfranchised women in 1906, 
1913, and 1915, respectively.
Depending on their national contexts, femi-
nisms had different priorities. Feminists’ demands 
were, and continue to be, powerfully affected by 
the varying national contexts. If obtaining the 
right to vote for women was the main objective in 
many European countries and the United States at 
the beginning, it was viewed as a means by which 
to obtain other rights, among which the right to 
education was fundamental. The right to have 
access to work was also one of the movement’s 
main demands, and feminists sought to alter exist-
ing national legislations through the lobbying of 
politicians and asking for changes to many articles 
in the various civil codes (a number of them influ-
enced by the Napoleonic civil code of 1804).
Feminisms must not be merged with women’s 
movements that encompass a broader designation: 
Not all women’s associations are necessarily femi-
nist. Those who are active within feminisms also 
must not also be mistaken for all women: Femi-
nists were and remain a minority. They are gener-
ally drawn from an urban elite that has the 
financial resources needed to travel, with those 
from the developing world often being educated 
abroad. Consequently, feminists have been criti-
cized as being “bourgeois,” and the pejorative 
sense of that word has been used in an effort to 
discredit them. Feminisms caused antifeminisms, 
which have various forms and emerged in response 
to feminists’ demands. Antifeminisms are wide-
spread in both space and time.
The metaphor of the wave has been used exten-
sively to characterize feminists’ activities. The first 
wave relates to the initial period of feminisms, and 
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the second wave emerged during the late 1960s. 
More recently, there has been a debate on the use-
fulness of the wave metaphor for capturing the 
complexities of feminisms. This discussion seeks to 
challenge this metaphor and replace it with others, 
such as a geological one with eruptions and flows, 
or radio waves with their many frequencies.
To better understand feminisms today, it is 
important to know their history. As already noted, 
this will depend largely on the national contexts 
for the period being studied, for example, the links 
between the abolition of slavery movement at the 
beginnings of U.S. feminisms, or the importance of 
the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention, the aim of 
which was “to discuss the social, civil and religious 
condition and rights of women.”
Feminisms in the 20th Century
After women in some countries had won the right 
to vote during the 1920s, the Great Depression 
of the 1930s forced them to return to the home. 
During this period of high unemployment, women 
were accused of taking the jobs from men. The 
interwar period was marked by the rise of fascism 
in many countries, and in the consequent hostile 
environment feminists were faced with limited 
margin for maneuver. With the outbreak of World 
War II in 1939, men were obliged to fight and 
women took over their jobs. After the war had 
ended, the men returned and the women were 
expected to return to the home and take responsi-
bility for their “domestic obligations.”
Feminists were constantly caught between their 
duties and their rights. First wave feminists empha-
sized the need for a balance between the two, but 
it was a very fragile one that depended on the eco-
nomic and political situation. In short, the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, followed by the rise of 
totalitarian states and World War II, signaled the 
end of first wave feminist movements.
The 1940s were years of enforced domesticity, 
and during the 1950s duties prevailed and women 
were expected to get married and take care of their 
families. Of course it did not mean feminists 
ceased being active, and some were involved in the 
movements that brought an end to British colo-
nialism in Egypt and India. Second wave femi-
nisms emerged in a context of decolonization, with 
feminists taking part in anticolonial struggles.
For the second wave feminisms of the 1960s, 
access to the contraceptive pill made the sexual 
revolution possible. One characteristic of this sec-
ond wave feminist movement was its focus on 
women’s sexuality. Meanwhile, for the majority of 
first wave feminists, sexuality, birth control, and 
abortion were taboo—although these issues became 
essential feminist demands during the 1960s and 
1970s. Our Bodies, Ourselves, published in 1970 
by the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective, 
provided an overview of women’s sexuality.
Landmark books by women writers, such as 
Simone de Beauvoir’s 1949 work The Second Sex, 
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), 
and Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970), books 
that theorized women’s oppression, were impor-
tant for feminists of the second wave. Beauvoir’s 
comment “On ne naît pas femme, on le devient” 
(“One is not born a woman, one becomes one”) 
emphasizes the importance played by the cultural 
environment, while Friedan focuses on women’s 
rights and Millett denounces patriarchy. Of course, 
the so-called oppression of women has different 
roots and encompasses many variables. A common 
pattern for feminisms around the world is that 
women writers have been at the forefront of global 
feminist activism. From Latin American activists 
to the southern European feminist writers (e.g., the 
three Marias in Portugal), in a world of globaliza-
tion, diaspora activism is fundamental.
The 1970s were marked by the first United 
Nations (UN) conference on women. Taking place 
in Mexico in 1975, it inaugurated a new phase in 
transnational feminisms by virtue of its unprece-
dented scale. During the 1980s and 1990s, there 
was a proliferation of nongovernmental organiza-
tions in the orbit of the United Nations. Various 
networks were formed, with the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 being an 
oft-mentioned event. Important key UN texts, such 
as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women adopted by the 
UN General Assembly in 1979, were fundamental 
for transnational feminist activism. The main topics 
discussed were violence against women (which 
includes domestic violence), prostitution, rape, 
female circumcision, and sexual rights; specific mat-
ters included the dowry in India. Global feminisms, 
while recognizing transnational differences, empha-
size the importance of a common denominator and 
Copyright © 2012 SAGE Publications. Not for sale, reproduction, or distribution. 
 
562 Feminism
the need for cooperation between the different 
feminist groups and organizations.
Recent Developments
The importance of these transnational campaigns 
as attempts to achieve changes at the international 
and national levels demonstrates the globalization 
of feminism, even while it has been subjected to a 
backlash since the 1980s. Indeed, there has been 
a reaction against the “global sisterhood” that 
emerged in transnational networks. Sisterhood Is 
Global is the title of Robin Morgan’s 1984 anthol-
ogy focusing on strategies for worldwide feminist 
solidarity.
Another important issue discussed by feminists 
throughout the world is the disparity between pro-
fessional opportunities for men and women. 
Women are paid less than men for doing the same 
work (the gender gap between pay for comparable 
work is around 30%). Russian and Chinese 
women were removed from the workplace follow-
ing the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, and 
in this context feminists insisted on the right of 
women to paid work under the slogan “equal pay 
for equal work.” Once again, feminist concerns 
depended heavily on their national contexts, that 
is, on the economic and political situation in each 
country. Although the Scandinavian countries are 
often quoted as the model to follow for many 
feminists, it is nonetheless true that priorities can-
not be the same for Western feminisms as they are 
for those in China, the former Soviet Union, Latin 
America, Africa, and eastern Europe.
Abortion was a central concern of second wave 
feminisms worldwide, and it remains a much 
debated topic. Legislation varied a great deal, from 
countries in which abortions were banned (e.g., 
Ireland) to countries where it has been legal for 
more than three decades (the case Roe v. Wade in 
1973 resulted in the legalization of abortion in all 
50 states of the United States). In the 21st century, 
abortion remains an issue that is at the heart of 
feminists’ claims. The importance of the churches 
is fundamental to explaining the reasons of those 
who are opposed to abortion. It shows the reluc-
tance to legislate in a sphere still considered private 
despite the fact that second wave feminists have 
argued “the personal is political.” Tough debates 
continued to take place in many countries. In 
Europe, after referendums in 1998 and 2007, Por-
tugal legalized abortion, and after the fall of the 
Berlin wall in 1989, the right to abortion was also 
much debated in Germany and in the countries of 
eastern Europe.
The influence of religion remains strong in many 
of the recent debates, for example, the debates on the 
Muslim burqa in Belgium and France, where laws for 
its prohibition on grounds of defending secularism 
went into effect in 2011. The question of the foulard 
(veil) was discussed in France, and different opinions 
emerged among feminists. In 2004 a law was promul-
gated in France forbidding “the wearing in schools, 
colleges and public universities of symbols or clothing 
denoting religious affiliation.”
In 2011, following the case of the alleged sexual 
assault of a New York hotel worker by French poli-
tician and economist Dominique Strauss-Kahn, a 
worldwide discussion was raised in the press on 
sexual harassment and on the differences between 
French and American feminisms, a discussion in 
which prominent feminists from both sides of the 
Atlantic took part. This debate illustrates the neces-
sity to go beyond the equality/difference dichotomy.
The last decades of the 20th century saw the 
emergence of transnational activities among femi-
nists that were similar to these undertaken by first 
wave feminists at the end of the 19th century. If the 
priorities of the first and second wave feminisms 
are different and dependent on many variables, 
there has also been a continuity in its critical range 
and in its attempts to improve the situation of 
women throughout the world.
Anne Cova
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Fertility
By the end of the 20th century, fertility and mortal-
ity rates had declined significantly in both devel-
oped and developing countries, a pattern known 
as demographic transition. There are many com-
peting theories to explain demographic transition 
by linking it with variations in the opportunity 
costs of fertility. One body of literature explains 
demographic transition as a consequence of tech-
nological change and increased education. Schol-
ars argue that technological progress provided 
households with more resources, which increased 
fertility in the early stages of the transition (Becker 
& Lewis, 1973; Becker, Murphy, & Tamura, 
1990; Galor & Weil, 2000; Hansen & Prescott, 
2002). However, eventually due to higher returns 
from human capital investment, households were 
able to reallocate these increased resources toward 
quality of child rearing rather than quantity of 
children, and thus fertility declined.
Another group of economists attributes the 
decline in fertility to the rise in income per capita. 
Alternatively, some researchers emphasize the role 
of the decline in the gender wage gap. Central to 
both theories is the assumption that the positive 
effect on fertility brought about by the rise in wages 
was overcome by the negative effect caused by the 
rising costs of raising children. If an increase in 
female wages is not sufficient to induce a significant 
increase in female labor force participation, fertility 
increases in response to higher household income. 
For a decline in fertility to occur, the relative wages 
of women with respect to the wages of men need to 
sufficiently increase to dominate the income effect.
Another favored theory suggests that fertility 
decline is triggered by mortality decline. Zvi Eck-
stein, Pedro Mira, and Kenneth I. Wolpin show that 
reduction in child mortality is the most important 
factor explaining the fertility decline in Sweden, 
whereas increases in real wages can explain less than 
one third of the fertility decline. Parents are less con-
cerned about the survival of their children given the 
reduction in infant and child mortality, thus decreas-
ing fertility. Although this argument explains a sig-
nificant portion of the reduction in fertility, it cannot 
explain the realized reduction in the net rate of 
reproduction and population growth around the 
world. This inconsistency between the existing mod-
els and data can be resolved if an uncertainty about 
the number of children that will survive is intro-
duced into the model. In a high mortality environ-
ment, parents increase the number of births as a 
precautionary measure, which may lead to a more 
than desired number of children and a higher net 
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